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C H R I S T I A N  N A G L E
C u b a
"I, ”said the little leather-winged bat,
“I ’ll tell you the reason that, 
the reason that I fly by night, 
is because I ’ve lost my heart’s delight. ’’
The Leather-W inged Bat, E nglish , trad.
1. A Dance
T h e  C a r i b b e a n  felt l ike th e  w o r l d ’s e n d  
th a t  year  of  th e  b lo ck ade .  Day,  c u m u l u s  
filled o u r  thea te r ,  m u s h r o o m s  o f  l igh t  
p r o m i s i n g  i n te rm is s io n .  C l o s i n g  show.
Evenings ,  m y  b l a n k e t  a f l ee t ing  s h r o u d ,  I read  
unt i l  the  car r ie r  d i sso lved  in s o u n d  
a n d  I was back  in B e d f o r d - S t u y y e s a n t  
w i th  m a l t e d  mi lk ,  o r  s n e a k i n g  a sk in  m a g
from  u n d e r  ma t t ress ,  d a n g e r o u s  a n d  slick.
Nicke l  cigars w o u l d  m a k e  m e  p u k e  m y  guts .
D e e p  in th e  hu l l ,  w h a t  c o u l d  e n d a n g e r  us?
A n y t h i n g .  Flyers w a n t  th e i r  a l t i t u d e ,  
n o t  a sa r co p h ag u s .  At  t h i r t y  k n o t s —  
full a h e a d — o u r  en gi nes  m o a n e d  so h u g e ly  
I ’d swear  it was th e  axial h u m  of t h e  g lobe ,  
m y  sole r e m i n d e r  t h a t  we  m o v e d  a t  all.
G a g a r i n ’s o r b i t  o f  the  e a r th  was  s t u n n i n g  
page  two  o f  th e  l imes.  U p  t h r o u g h  m e s o s p h e r e  
I p ic tu re d  m y  p la ne  w i n k i n g — a f ru it less p ip  
in waters  bluer ,  g r e e n e r  t h a n  m ys e l f . . .
S o m e o n e  had  s h a n g h a i d  m y  desi re,  m y  wife-  
to -be,  s o m e  c o c k a m a m i e  Irish pr ic k  
f rom u p t o w n .  S o m e t i m e s  I ’d  see his l i m o u s i n e  
as a hearse  t ra i l ing  in o u r  s t u b b o r n  wa ke .
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H a i f a  mile high in a Tracker, S2F, 
its twin propel lers’ hypnot iz ing drone 
was a kind o f  opiate lucidity.
Night  sorties, phan to m  runways spilling across 
the gulf, we lost ourselves among  the moon-  
stricken clouds. O u r  nose would gloss, t ransform 
in seraphic floods o f  light, and I felt as one 
become the mere idea of himself:
hands automatic  at the console; breath 
indifferent to s trange volumes o f  lung.
Gauges dead at zero. W h o  cared to catch 
Soviet submarines— anything,  then, 
but  some faint whiff  o f  immortali ty?
Drew, Driver, Zoehrer,  Stoltz— co-pilots all 
alike to me, their voices equalized 
in earphones,  distant,  fuzzy, mono tone .
May 1 at 0100.  In the spectral
void o f  the radar, one blip. Minutes  before
we had a visual, I understood:
tropical cruise. Atomic holiday.
Approaching low, god o f  my lonely hour,
I a imed the searchlight eye and made a sun. 
Dancers  burned  suddenly across the deck.
Nine million candles. Instant  chandelier.
2. Blockade
Knew my fuel, the distance to Key West 
in case the Randolph should suddenly appear
scuttled by torpedos— an ext inguished 
match,  dainty smoke scribbling up the sky.
O u r  battle group? Snuffed candles on a cake, 
the wish consigned to hell at the horizon.
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For  seven mi les I ’d t rack ed  the  m e r c h a n t  m a r i n e ,  
eyes o n  the  h a m m e r  a n d  sickle te s t in g  its po le ,
the  aisle o f  b r o a d e n i n g  w h i te ,  rap id  surf.
T o n g u e  d ry  as t a lc u m ,  I rep layed  th e  brief:
s n a p s h o ts  o f  w a r h e a d s — w h o l e  fami l ies— ex p o sed  
a m i d s t  decoys o f  p ip e  a n d  shoes.  B e h i n d
the  C u r t a i n ,  th a t  fore ign Fore ign  M i n i s t e r  
t h o u g h t  we  were  u p w i n d  o f  suc h  m a s t e r  p lo y s . . .
In fact,  we  were  all a r o u n d  t h e m .  S e m a p h o r e  
f lashing  resolu tely  f rom  th e  des t royer ,
h u t  he w o u l d n ’t heave- to :  this  ge ne ra l ly  b l i n d  
a n d  d e a f — this d u m b  c a p t a i n  s tu c k  to his g u ns ,
his p r iva te  cha n n e l .  D r o p p i n g ,  m y  s h a d o w  s p ra w le d .  
I buzz ed  h i m  so close w i t h  th e  t ip of  m y
s e v e n ty - tw o - f o o t  wings ,  I saw myse lf  
T h e  Reaper  re b o rn  in s u n l i t  visor,  c o m e
to m a k e  the  m o r n i n g  e t e rna l  w h e r e  he  s t o o d  
m o t i o n l e s s  on  the  br idge ,  a r m s  u n d e r  c h in ,
relaxed aga ins t  th e  c o m i n g — a regular  
Bikel: full beard  a n d  cap  like T h e o d o r e —
as t h o u g h  the  S 2 ’s roar  were  n o t h i n g  m o r e  
th a n  an a d o r i n g  c rowd.  Less t h a n  a mi le
f rom  s o m e t h i n g  b igger  t h a n  o u r  h e m i s p h e r e ,
I gave an order.  T i m m y ,  t h a t  g o d a w f u l
g if t -card  po e t  in love w i th  a n u t t y  girl 
h e ’d f o u n d  in a w i n d o w  on  the  R e e p e r b a h n ,
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seized up,  his bearings p u d d l e d  in his seat.
“ . . . t h e  w e ap o n s . ” Sir? 'I said,  a r m — ” H e  had tu rn e d
greenish ,  the  color  no t  o f  uselessness 
bu t  liability, new p in e w o o d  boxes
su n k  in the  ocean.  Rais ing the  l ip -m ike 
to spare m y  crew, I leaned over. “ D o  no t
touch  an y th in g ,  or  I'll sh o o t  y o u . ” I broke 
the  wire,  fl icked the  red p e a n u t  swi tch up
and  cam e  a r o u n d  for the  op en in g .  So m u ch  
d ep e n d s  u p o n  a r u d d e r  s n a p p i n g  over.
He 'd  skid a half mi le in to  dea th  before
his engines  cou ld  take hold  an d  haul h im  back.
I radioed the  lie: “S k u n k  12 is still 
a p p r o a c h i n g  the  l i n e . . . ” We'd r ing in ‘6 3 —
1 heo,  all o f  us, w o u ld  read ab o u t
the  b o m b s ,  o u r  powers  t r ad in g  Powers for Abel.
3. M a n h a t t a n
1 he F in n i sh  b o m b s h e l l ’s lower Eas ts ide digs 
smel led of s an d a lw o o d ,  a f ragrance ten 
years later I d s tart  w ear ing as cologne.
“Fix m e  my usual ,"  she said,  as t h o u g h
my m o n t h s  at  sea were s o m e t h i n g  she had d re am ed  
the n ight  before this tw i l igh t  of Saturday 
th ro u g h  w hich  we moved.  I measured two mar t in i s ,  
hers ve rmou th -h eavy ,  m in e  three  fingers neat.
O n  the  coffee table,  D e c e m b e r ’s Vogue 
lay o p e n — a s h a m p o o  ad,  her  latest t r i u m p h .
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For m o n t h s  th e  c i ty h a d  h u n g ,  an  o r n a m e n t ,  
t r e m u l o u s  a n d  h o p e fu l ,  b e n e a t h  o u r  w ings .
A t h o u s a n d  navy  flyers. W e  c a m e  l ike snow,  
s p a rk l i n g  in th e  n e o n  o f  a rcades ,  
eyes b lu r r y  f ro m  th e  w i n d .  N e v e r  be for e  
or  s ince  has a n y o n e  cal led m e  an  angel .
The D iv in e  O n e  h a v in g  so ld  o u t  B i r d la n d ,  
m y  d i n n e r  w hi t es  b e c a m e  o u r  c a r t e  b l a n c h e — s t r a i g h t  
to Fable O n e  t h r o u g h  sc ho ol s  o f  s h a r k s k i n  b lacks .
1 c o u l d n ’t b u y  a d r i n k  to save m y  l i fe . . .
A n d  she  n o w  se e m e d  a l r eady  b o r e d  w i t h  hers.
Fler lips, a p r i m a r y  red,  ran  circles a r o u n d  
the  c o c k t a i l ’s r im ,  inc isors  de l ic a t e ly  
c l in k in g  crystal :  t h a t  m o u t h  was  g o i n g  to  save
th e  W e s te rn  w or ld .  At  first  a m u s i ca l  s igh 
was all she  w o u l d  allow, b u t  t h e n  tears  we l led ,  
o n e  for  each eye. “ Is th e  d a n g e r  real ly real?”
A bead  of  ma sc a ra  ran to he r  c h i n ,  fell
in to  her  glass. A sniff .  Fler a c c e n t  f l owered .
“ Vill N e w  York really be  t h e  first  to go
up  in a m u s h r o o m  c loud?  Sh e  b r u s h e d  m y  r i b b o n s
(d id  a n y t h i n g  a b o u t  m e  ne ed  a pol i sh?)
a n d  t u r n e d  away to c onso le  th e  b r o k e n  sky.
S ta r ing  at  her  back ,  I w is h e d  m y  t o n g u e  
co u ld  m o i s t e n  a cleft  b e t w e e n  tw o  v e r te br ae .  
ihey'll turn uptown into a parking lot...
1 rehearsed  the  w or ds ,  saw C e n t r a l  Park  
is rubble .  But  her  sk in  so near,  I t^ave 
away th e  s t u p i d  t r u t h — “ N e v e r . . . ”— a n d  le a rne d :  
never  tell a girl w h a t  she  w a n t s  to hear.
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Sudden ly  better,  she lit a smoke ,  was all 
babble  and  did 1 know  Colone l  so-and-so.  
“ Marines ,  and  such a dol l— I’ll call him!" And  
she did.  He'd  be r ight  over. W e’d have d r in k s . . .
D o w n  on the street,  a lousy t r u m p e t  tried 
I 'm Always I rue  to You in My Fashion.  Rain,  
and I’d forgo t ten  my topcoa t .  Cool  drops  
spa t te red  against  my shoes to mar  their  shine.
